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Affective Commitment in New Hires’ Onboarding? The Role of
Organizational Socialization in the Fashion Retail Industry
Pui Sze Chan, Ho Ching Ching, Pui Yi Ng, and Annie Ko
Faculty of Business
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University, Hong Kong

Abstract
Fashion retail companies often lack a well-structured onboarding program which consequently
result in lower staff commitment and a higher turnover rate. Organizational socialization plays an
important role to acculture new hires learn about their work, organizational value, and adjust to
the workplace. This study examined the content dimensions of organizational socialization and
investigated new hires’ attitudes towards such areas. The results of exploratory factor analysis
revealed seven dimensions of organizational socialization in the domain of the fashion retail
industry. Regression analysis suggested a 4-factor model for improving new hires’ affective
commitment to the organization. These factors are permeation with organizational goals and
values, sense of group goal achievement, alignment with brand and heritage, and solidarity of coworker relationships. Implications for a strategic onboarding training program to enhance new
hires’ experience was discussed.
Keywords: employees, experience, HRM, strategic, training, well-being
Recommended Citation: Chan, P. S., Ching, H. C., Ng, P. Y., & Ko, A. (2021). Affective
commitment in new hires’ onboarding? The role of organizational socialization in the fashion
retail industry. In C. Cobanoglu, & V. Della Corte (Eds.), Advances in global services and retail
management (pp. 1–13). USF M3 Publishing. https://www.doi.org/10.5038/9781955833035
Introduction
Fashion retailers face challenges in managing human capital. Pursuant to the report provided by
the Census and Statistics Development (2019), more than 290,000 employees are working in the
retail industry in Hong Kong, and over 60% of these employees are frontline salespeople. Fashion
retail companies often lack a well-structured onboarding procedure and learning and development
programs, which consequently result in lower staff commitment and a higher turnover rate. A
report indicated that 17% of new hires leave an organization during the first three months of
employment (Ellis et al., 2017). Although many factors contributed to their resignation, it is
significant to human resource management as recruiting and selecting these new employees are
time-consuming and expensive (Cable et al., 2013). Onboarding refers to the “process of helping
new hires adjust to social and performance aspects of their new jobs quickly and smoothly” (Bauer,
2010, p.1; Noe, 2020, p. 439 – 442). This process could last from several days to weeks or even
months and is critical to ensure the employees become valuable assets to an organization (Hudock
et al., 2020). Corporations tend to initiate various onboarding programs designed to acclimate new
joiners to their daily operations and culture, and help them to feel socially comfortable, accepted
by peers and their managers (Noe, 2020). Effective onboarding is associated with positive
workplace outcomes such as higher job satisfaction, organizational commitment, higher
performance, reduced stress, and career effectiveness (Noe, 2020).
1
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There is growing recognition from different disciplines studying the important role that social
relations play in facilitating learning and well-being in organizational settings (Korte & Lin, 2013).
Well-being involves “how we feel, experience, and process various forms of emotion” (Wright &
Huang, 2012, p. 1189). Individuals who experience positive emotions at work are more prone to
stay in the organization. Employee well-being has long been recognized in organizational research
to predict job performance, job satisfaction, and employee retention (Wright & Huang, 2012). On
the contrary, the consequences of employees who have negative emotions or are experiencing
dysfunctional well-being will demonstrate poor performance, low self-esteem, or depression, etc.
Store associates are emotional labor working in a fast-paced environment. They are pressured by
the unsociable shift hours, demanding customers, and complaint culture. They also act as
ambassadors for the fashion brands and shape customer perceptions of the organization. Therefore,
it is imperative not to underestimate their emotional well-being, which associates with their
emotional attachment and commitment to the organization.
However, due to organizational resources, expertise, and traditional practices in training, few
organizations cover the full scope of onboarding, such as the process of compliance, clarification,
culture, and connection (Bauer, 2010; Caldwell & Peters, 2018; Noe, 2020). Ineffective
onboarding is indeed problematic (Becker & Bish, 2021). Previous studies of organizational
socialization (OS) have identified that learning experiences affect new hires’ performance, job
satisfaction (Spagnoli, 2017), and commitment to the organization (Nishanthi & Kailasapathy,
2018). Yet, there is a dearth of research that studies the attitude of new hires’ onboarding
experience and outcomes. Without a clear identification and understanding of organizational
socialization in the fashion retail industry, it may not be possible for human resource managers
and trainers to utilize the company resources and design onboarding programs to cater to new
hires’ needs. In essence, the facilitation of newcomers’ adjustment in an organization is an
essential aspect of human resource management (Kowtha, 2018). Improving the design and
implementation of onboarding more tactfully should have a higher likelihood of workgroup
integration and better task mastery (Bauer et al., 2007; Saks et al., 2007), thereby improving
newcomer adjustment, retention rates (Cesário & Chambel, 2019; Nielsen & Harpelund, 2019),
and workgroup integration (Bauer et al., 2007; Saks et al., 2007). Therefore, based upon a study
by Chao et al. (1994) on the content areas of OS, and in response to the mentioned knowledge gap
(Nishanthi & Kailasapathy, 2018), the primary objective of this study was to fill this gap by
examining the content dimension of organizational socialization in the fashion retail industry.
Moreover, there is a lack of research to investigate new hires who are employed within a year or
so. They are the employees who have recently completed the onboarding program with either
positive or negative experiences. Therefore, the second objective of this study is to investigate the
role of organizational socialization on their affective commitment to the organization. The results
will contribute to understanding onboarding program design, the effectiveness of training
evaluation, and employee retention.
Literature Review
Organizational Socialization and Adult Learning Theory
Onboarding is a relatively new term developed from traditional human resource management
practices of welcoming and orienting new employees (Chillakuri, 2020). In an organizational
context, it is usually the role of human resource and training managers who organize and deliver
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such training programs. Conventional orientation program focuses on providing employees
information about their job, the company, and work rules, while onboarding emphasizes the
outcome of self-confidence in a future work role (Noe, 2020). Specifically, OS is “a process by
which an individual comes to appreciate the values, abilities, expected behaviors, and social
knowledge essential for assuming an organizational role and for participating as an organizational
member” (Louis, 1980, p. 229 - 230). The distinct difference between orientation and onboarding
shapes the expectations of the newcomers and organizations alike. New employees, especially the
Generation Z digital natives, no longer expect to sit all day in a training room to receive company
or job-related information. The concept of onboarding naturally tied into their preference of social
collaboration and utilizes social networking technology for knowledge gathering.
Organizational socialization (OS) is the predominant theory underpinning onboarding discussions
(Becker & Bish, 2021). OS literature suggests several onboarding models operationalize new
hires’ engagement. It includes the six tactical dimensions of onboarding based on socialization
(Van Maanen and Schein, 1979), content areas of organizational socialization (Chao et al., 1994),
and the Bauer’s (2010) 4Cs model comprising four levels from the lowest “compliance” to the
highest “connection”.
Compliance is the lowest level in this building block that includes basic policy and legal
requirements, rules, and regulations associated with the organization. It is the expectation from the
organization in the orientation program. The second level, clarification, is crucial to ensure that
employees understand their roles and related expectations. This function often lacks specificity
and was poorly handled (Bauer, 2010; Caldwell & Peters, 2018). Culture is the formal and informal
cultural norms and expectations. Finally, connection refers to building vital relationships and
networks for employees to perform successfully (Becker & Bish, 2021). This 4Cs model explains
the essential content to acculturate newcomers and corroborates this study, emphasizing the
importance of facilitating socialization through connections and relationships within the
organization. As such, new hires’ experience in the process of OS should not be viewed as a
relatively one-off and top-down dissemination approach. Conversely, managers should have
strategic views by influencing them to engage in the social structure of the onboarding learning
environment throughout all four levels of Bauer’s (2010) 4Cs model. New hires learn to fit in and
take ownership to facilitate their meaningful experience so that they are willing to stay in their new
role and ultimately bring value to the organization.
According to Knowles’ adult learning theory and one of his andragogical assumptions, trainees
(i.e., new hires in the onboarding program) are adults who need to know why they need to learn
something before undertaking learning it (Merriam, 2008; Woodard, 2007). This gives rise to
creating a sense of volition about their learning. In order to help these new employees to become
more acquainted with the work networks and the organizational values (Hart, 2012) or “learning
the ropes”, organizations that facilitate the process of information-seeking are believed to produce
a better outcome of OS (Cooper-Thomas & Anderson, 2006; Miller & Jablin, 1991). The content
dimension of OS refers to what is actually learned during socialization. More recent research has
examined the content dimension of OS by focusing on information-acquisition and feedbackseeking behaviors (Chao et al., 1994). “Information” is frequently mentioned in the research of
OS, and “what information to provide” (i.e. the content) is believed to be a critical problem in OS
(Chao et al., 1994; Hart, 2012). Chao et al. (1994) suggests a multidimensional perspective of the
socialization domain. Six specific content areas of what is learned during the socialization process
3
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was developed in their study. They are organizational goals and values, performance proficiency,
language, people, politics, and history.
“Organizational goals and values” are defined as the process of learning rules and principles as
well as aligning with the organizational integrity (Schein, 1968) and organizational goals and
values (Chao et al., 1994). Fisher (1986) further emphasized that informal goals and unwritten
values should also be included in learning organizational goals and values. “Performance
proficiency” emphasizes the learning process of tasks involved in the job of new employees (Chao
et al., 1994). Fisher (1986) highlighted that knowledge related to performing required job tasks is
a significant part of socialization. Wallace (2009) explained that obvious matters that seem natural
to current employees may be very exotic to the new hires, therefore, should also be included. With
regard to “language”, how new employees familiarize themselves with the professional language
and the unique slang used in the organization is considered in this dimension (Chao et al., 1994).
Manning (1970) argued that certain knowledge of the language commonly used in the workplace
is also crucial to information transfer and communication between co-workers. The dimension of
“people” focuses on establishing successful relationships with co-workers (Chao et al., 1994).
Fisher (1986) proposed that work relationships are framed by individual characteristics, including
personality traits and interests, which further affect how individuals interact with their co-workers.
“Politics” refer to how the new employees gather crucial information about both formal and
informal work relationships, and also the hierarchies within the company (Chao et al., 1994).
Feldman (1981) indicated that seeking resolutions of intergroup conflict would also be considered
as an important element of OS, while Fisher (1986) suggested that dealing with such “political”
behaviors facilitates the learning of organizational culture. Finally, “history” refers to the traditions
and myths of the organization. These facts would enhance the transmission of cultural knowledge,
which further shapes employee behaviors (Ritti & Funkhouser, 1987; Schein, 1968)
The OS is a primary process for new hires to adapt to new jobs and organizational roles (Chao et
al., 1994). Hence, this study first examined and validated the content dimension of OS based on
the past literature, followed by suggesting new content using the results from qualitative
interviews.
Organizational Socialization and Affective Commitment
According to Porter et al. (1974), organizational commitment is defined as “an attachment to the
organization, characterized by the intention to remain in it; an identification with the values and
goals of the organization; and a willingness to exert extra effort on its behalf” (p. 604).
Organizational commitment is a multi-dimensional construct comprising affective commitment,
normative commitment, and continuance commitment. Among them, affective commitment is a
commonly researched construct to study employees’ emotional attachment to and involvement in
the organization (Meyer & Allen, 1991). As defined by Allen and Meyer (1990, p. 2), affective
commitment is “an emotional attachment to the organization such that the strongly committed
individual identifies with, is involved in, and enjoys membership within the organization”.
Individuals who are committed to the organization keep working for the company mainly because
they want to (Allen & Meyer, 1990), therefore associated with employee retention (Rose & Raja,
2016). A recent study on onboarding success found that job satisfaction mediates the relationship
between successful onboarding and turnover intention (Sharma & Stol, 2020). Given the purpose
of onboarding is to improve the extent to which they feel comfortable in their new position,
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successful onboarding with appropriate OS dimensions is presumed to heighten their attachment
to the organization. Therefore, this study also examined the positive relationship between
organizational socialization and affective commitment.
Methods
Research Design
This exploratory study aims to explore and generate OS content for fashion retail onboarding
program, and identify the important factors contributing most to affective commitment. First,
literature was reviewed to generate initial items to operationalize the construct of organizational
socialization. Second, qualitative interviews were conducted to validate these items and derive
additional OS content in the study domain (Churchill, 1979). Finally, experts were invited to
review the samples of items. The finalized sample items were then developed into a survey
questionnaire for distribution to salespeople working at different fashion brands. Convenience
sampling was used.
Data Collection
The first phase of data collection commenced in December 2019. Nine interviews with three sales
managers and six salespeople were conducted. Prior to the interview, the respondents were briefed
about the background of the study, procedures for conducting the interview, and the interview
questions. Two sets of semi-structured interview questions were developed for the sales managers
and salespeople respectively. The sales managers were asked to validate the initial measurement
items, and its applicability in the fashion retail industry. All interviews were recorded, and
transcripts were subsequently developed for open-coding procedures. The results of this stage
generated five themes: customer service, sales objective, teamwork, psychological need, and basic
computer knowledge. As such, 40 statement items were consolidated for expert review regarding
its face and content validity. All these items were deemed necessary. An English version of the
questionnaire was translated into the Traditional Chinese language. Back translation was
conducted. There were three sections in the bilingual questionnaire. First, the OS content which
contained 40 statements was developed from the literature review and qualitative interviews.
Second, the Affective Commitment Scale comprising eight statements was adopted (Meyer et al.,
1990; Meyer & Allen, 1997; Mowday et al., 1979). One example of the statement is “I would be
very happy to spend the rest of my career in the organization”. For section 1 and section 2, the
respondents were asked to indicate the extent of their agreement with each statement using a 5point Likert scale, ranging from “1” (Strongly Disagree), to “5” (Strongly Agree). Finally,
demographic information comprising gender, age, position, working period within the company,
and working experience within the fashion retail industry was collected.
The final survey was distributed in January and February 2020 to new hires who had worked in
their current fashion stores for less than 1.5 years. Convenience sampling was used. Researchers
visited physical stores at prime shopping malls and delivered a leaflet with Quick Response (QR)
codes. The snowball method was employed by sending an online survey link with a greeting
message to friends who work in the fashion industry via WhatsApp, Instagram, and Facebook. In
the end, a total of 252 responses were obtained. After checking for data completeness, the usable
survey data sample was 249.

5
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Data were analyzed using SPSS. The mean ratings of 40 indicators from the OS content and eight
indicators from AC were derived. Reliability analysis was conducted using Cronbach alpha to
measure the internal consistency of each factor. Exploratory factor analysis was then conducted
(Hair et al., 2005). Finally, regression analysis was used to predict the outcome of organizational
socialization on affective commitment.
Findings
Profile of the Respondents
A total of 249 valid responses, at a response rate of 83%, were received. Table 1 presents the
demographic profile of the respondents: 31.3% and 68.7% of the respondents were male and
female respectively. With regard to age group, 4.8% of the respondents were less than 20 years
old; 78.7% were 20 to 29 years old; 13.7% were 30 to 39 years old; 2.8% were 40 to 49 years old;
none of them were 50 years old or above. Of the respondents, 39.8% were part-time sales
associates; 41.8% were sales associates; 12.4% were senior sales associates; 2.8% were assistant
store managers; 1.6% were store managers; and 1.6% had other business titles, such as human
resource officers and merchandisers. Of the respondents, 41.7% were working in fast fashion
brands; 39.8% were working in lifestyle brands, and 18.5% were working in luxury brands. All
the respondents had been working for less than 1.5 years within their company, among whom 55%
had worked less than 0.5 years within the company, and 34.5% had worked in their company for
0.5 to 1 year. In terms of working experience within the fashion retail industry, 33.3% had worked
for less than one year, 46.6% had worked for 1 to 3 years, and 20.1% had more than three years of
experience.
Table 1. Demographic Profile of Respondents (n = 249)
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Exploratory Factor Analysis of Organizational Socialization
The 40 statements were factors analyzed by the Principal Component Analysis with Varimax
rotation method. Two statistical tests were adopted to test the appropriateness of the data. The
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) Measure of Sampling Adequacy was 0.882, and Bartlett’s Test of
Sphericity was 6407.139 with a significance level of .000, which implied that the data matrix had
sufficient correlation to the factor analysis. The eigenvalue was used for factor selection, and the
statistical requirements of the rule of thumb were followed (Hair et al., 2005): (1) the eigenvalue
of the factor must be higher than 1.0, (2) the factor loading of each statement needs to be greater
than 0.5, (3) the alpha value obtained from the reliability test should be higher than 0.5, and (4)
the total variances must be higher than 50%. Reliability analysis was conducted, and Cronbach
alpha varied between 0.77 and 0.9. All items exceeded the mentioned statistical requirements; thus,
the results were satisfactory and accounted for 64.4% of the total cumulative variance. The results
showed that all factor loadings ranged from 0.51 to 0.84. Two items were deleted due to a single
statement being loaded in factors 8 and 9. Seven factors were derived: permeation with
organizational goals and values; level of performance proficiency; solidarity of co-worker
relationships; alignment with brand and heritage; mastery of the common language; familiarity
with internal operation; and sense of group goal achievement.
Regression Analysis of Determinants of Affective Commitment
Pursuant to the above findings, linear regression analysis using the stepwise method was conducted
to assess the coefficients of the linear equation comprising seven factors that best estimated
affective commitment, which was the dependent variable of this research. The overall regression
model was significant, F (4, 244) = 53.874, p <.001, R2 = .469. The results showed that a fourfactor model exerted positive influences on the dependent variable of affective commitment:
permeation with organizational goals and values (0.295); sense of group goal achievement (0.222);
alignment with brand and heritage (0.203); and solidarity of co-worker relationships (0.146).
The first factor, “Permeation with organizational goals and values”, was found to exert the
strongest influence on affective commitment among all four factors. The indicators of this factor
can be generally summarized as respondents’ understanding of the goals of the organization,
support of the goals, fitting in well, and acting as a good example that represents the organization’s
values. A strong organizational culture, if deliberately embedded in the onboarding program,
would facilitate the institutionalization of consistent values, which is crucial to the creation of
organizational identity (Werbel & DeMarie, 2005), thereby increasing the affective commitment
of new hires.
Similarly, the history of an organization should not be undervalued. History socialization refers
to “the process of learning traditions, customs, myths, and rituals in an organization” (Ge et al.,
2010, p. 168). The same study found a significant positive correlation between history socialization
and organizational identification. In this study, the results also suggest a factor of “Alignment with
brand and heritage” demonstrating the respondents’ need to learn, familiarize and acculture an
alignment with the heritage, customs, rituals, ceremonies, and celebrations of their fashion brand.
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Table 2. Results of the Exploratory Factor Analysis on Organizational Socialization
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Table 3. Regression Analysis of Determinants of Affective Commitment

Other organizational socialization factors that influence affective commitment are relational-based
dimensions. “Solidarity of co-worker relationship” refers to new hires’ perceptions of the
relationships with their working teammates such as popularity in the group, being liked by coworkers, informal network inclusion, and friendship among co-workers. “Sense of group goal
achievement” is a contextual factor in the fashion retail industry as sales associates rely heavily on
bonuses for accomplishing sales targets. Their perception of whether they enjoy working together
as a team and striving for the same goal is important. As explained by Sternberg (1986), teamwork
and cooperation among co-workers are the hallmark of an emotional culture of companionate love,
which appeals to group affiliation and attachment. From a relational contracts’ perspective (Dabos
& Rousseau, 2005), previous research also shows a significant positive correlation between the
existence of relationally oriented psychological contracts and affective commitment (Alcover et
al., 2012; Millward & Hopkins, 1998).
Conclusions
This study examined the vital role of organizational socialization in the context of new hires’
onboarding, and the subsequent positive outcomes of affective commitment in the organization.
Academic Contributions
Using an exploratory approach, the content dimension of organizational socialization provides
implications for the factors perceived by respondents as necessary and that impact affective
commitment in the fashion retail industry. The results corroborate previous studies’ findings that
organizational socialization is a multi-dimensional construct. One additional factor regarding
group goal achievement was derived from the content areas to measure the respondents’ perception
of the onboarding experience. This study provides evidence that organizational socialization
contributes to higher affective commitment in the fashion retail industry. The regression analysis
results suggest that permeation with organizational goals and values is the most important factor
shaping higher affective commitment. An undervalued factor, alignment with brand and heritage,
will influence the outcomes to some extent. Furthermore, previous research examining the role of
organizational socialization may not focus on the relational perspective among new hires as they
will work at different locations and departments after the training. This study highlights that it is
important to consider the factors of solidarity and emotional culture in teamwork and co-workers’
relationships that predict group goal achievement. Such support will assist individuals in adopting,
acquiring, and adjusting to a new cultural work environment.
Managerial Implications
The fashion retail sector notoriously struggles with low staff commitment and high turnover (Arndt
et al., 2006; Booth & Hamer, 2007). Although there are numerous reasons why an employee
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leaves, a poor onboarding experience is becoming one of the leading culprits. Human resource
managers should not adopt a short-sighted approach and view the onboarding process as an
expense but an investment in human capital (Caldwell & Peters, 2018). Managing human capital
from a talent development perspective should commence from a well-designed onboarding
program to help new hires reduce anxiety and uncertainty (Schroth, 2019). Previous research on
the content dimension of organizational socialization was done based on the engineering field and
college-educated graduates (Chao et al., 1994). This empirical study provides insights into
designing effective onboarding programs that contribute to return on investment in training and
minimize the employee turnover rate.
A strategic onboarding process using a design thinking approach is an innovative practice to
understand new hires’ genuine needs and enhance employees' experience. Managers can
deliberately embed a strong organizational culture and identity, including history socialization for
all new hires. Acculturation strategies should be used to engage them and help them to integrate
their personal values into their new working environment. For example, psychometric assessments
can be done on the first day of onboarding training. Training managers can help new hires
understand their personality traits and assist them in maximizing their strengths to deliver personal
values aligned with organizational goals. As discussed earlier, emotional culture of companionate
love appeals to group affiliation and attachment. Team building activities should not only be used
as an ice-breaker or networking opportunities, but should emphasize emotional intelligence
(Ackley, 2016) and know-how of expressions such as empathy, caring, and compassion. The
results will enhance the likelihood of better relational contracts between them and their solidarity
amongst co-workers. Moreover, the purpose of reducing new hires’ anxiety and sense of
uncertainty in task mastery will increase their positive emotions and well-being at work. The
majority of the respondents in this study were Generation Z, who are digital natives and prefer
instant communication and access to answers (Noe, 2020), so in view of the COVID-19 pandemic
situation, human resource and training managers should leverage social media and networking
platforms and online learning tools to engage them digitally. Digital onboarding programs are a
trend in the new normal for organizations (Ziden & Joo, 2020). Virtual tours, personalized digital
content, and gamification can be developed to engage new hires in a fun learning environment.
Managers can manage emotional culture by tracking new hires’ day-to-day onboarding
experiences and address their concerns in a timely manner (Barsade & O’Neill, 2016).
Finally, new hires’ onboarding most often caters to contracted or non-temporary staff. Yet,
investing time, effort, and budget into orienting temporary employees is never a waste. There is
sometimes a surge in temporary or seasonal hires of part-time store associates. If they are
welcomed in the same way as full-time contracted staff under a reasonably paced onboarding
program, they will be lured to develop their career in this sector. Organizational socialization plays
a fundamental role in empowering people to excel. It is a valuable opportunity for managers and
trainers to turn temporary workers into capable permanent employees; if they are affectively
committed, this will turn short-term hires into long-term assets. Hence, treating the start of
employment seriously sets the tone for future relationships, and retailers can guarantee a valueadded worker with lower turnover costs. In brief, organizational socialization is a significant driver
for employee commitment and is not a one-time program. It needs to be improved from time to
time. Retailers should regularly gather feedback from employees and always lookout for new
technology to further streamline the onboarding process.
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Limitations and Future Research
This was a cross-sectional study conducted in Hong Kong, and convenience sampling was used;
implications of the study should be taken into careful consideration for different contexts.
Organizational socialization plays a vital role in onboarding, especially for newcomers who lack
specific skills required by the organization or industry (Kuhn & Yu, 2021). Therefore, it is
worthwhile to conduct further research to onboard Generation Z in a multi-generational workforce
(Murphy, 2020; Woods, 2016). Specifically, a qualitative study to examine the impact of
organizational socialization on employee well-being can further enhance their onboarding
experience.
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